The initial fear and uncertainty caused by COVID-19 is beginning to subside, and the majority of countries, particularly in Europe, appear to be past the peak of the pandemic. Significant attention has been focused on decreasing the spread of the infection; however, an unintended consequence of such measures is the effect on the mental health of the population.

Unprecedented efforts to reduce the spread of the virus, such as prolonged lockdown and physical distancing, restrict daily life and affect behavioural patterns. A UK report done between May 20 and 22 by King\'s College London and Ipsos MORI, based on 2254 online interviews, revealed that half of the participants reported a negative effect on their sleep during lockdown. Worryingly, this number increased to almost two-thirds among people with financial difficulties and increased stress, suggesting a disproportionate effect on mental health in particular socioeconomic groups. Previous financial crises and recessions suggest that the economic downturn expected to hit after the pandemic is likely to increase the number of people suffering from mental health conditions. As economic repercussions affect communities differently, the increased prevalence of mental illness will be unevenly distributed, highlighting the inequalities in our society.

Although the burden of the COVID-19 pandemic is felt by the population at large, it poses complex challenges for people with pre-existing mental health conditions. The isolation imposed by lockdowns and physical distancing is associated with increased anxiety, depression, self-harm, and suicide attempts. Furthermore, scaremongering and the spread of misinformation might trigger or exacerbate these issues. Mental health helplines in the UK and the USA have had substantial increases in calls during the pandemic; however, because the majority of mental health-care services are delivered in the community, patients have had interrupted access to care. Additionally, those experiencing relapses in their conditions due to heightened anxiety or stress might struggle to find the help they need because of changes in how health-care systems are currently operating. For children and adolescents with mental-health needs, school closures might result in disruptions to their routine and reduced access to their usual resources. Patients admitted to hospital with severe mental illness are a particularly vulnerable and high-risk group, and reducing viral spread in psychiatric treatment facilities poses a significant additional challenge.

The pandemic has strained health-care systems and placed high demands on health-care workers. Not only are health-care workers at an increased risk of infection compared with the general public, but they are also more likely to develop mental health problems as a result of the pandemic. According to the British Medical Association, lack of personal protective equipment, longer working hours, increased stress, and patient deaths have significantly affected the mental health of health-care workers in the UK. Additionally, in some cases, the risk of exposure and concern about infecting loved ones has forced health-care workers out of their family homes. Surveys of doctors and nurses in China, Italy, the UK, and the USA during the pandemic reveal higher rates of stress, insomnia, depression, and anxiety. Previous studies from the severe acute respiratory syndrome and Ebola outbreaks suggested that health-care workers developed symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder, depression, and substance abuse, suggesting that this is a possible scenario in the current pandemic.

Stress is an important risk factor for alcohol misuse. Alcohol sales during the pandemic have increased in several countries, including the UK, Belgium, and the USA. The long-term health effects of increased alcohol consumption are widely known, and alcohol has also been shown to be strongly associated with domestic violence. Furthermore, confinement, coupled with the psychological and economic stressors associated with the pandemic, could result in an increase in intimate partner violence and domestic abuse. In fact, a surge of domestic violence cases has been reported globally. However, isolation, workplace and school closures, and reduced access to health-care mean that those affected are less likely to find help.

The full extent of the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on mental health will become more apparent in the coming months, and might persist much longer than the impact on physical health. The National Health Service is anticipating an increased demand for mental health services once the effects of the pandemic and lockdown measures on people with pre-existing mental health conditions, health-care workers, and the general public become more evident.

COVID-19 has undoubtedly presented new challenges; however, it has also exacerbated the pervasive inequalities in our society. Mental illness and mental health services have often been overlooked, and this neglect has intensified the suffering of the most vulnerable during the pandemic. Accordingly, effective measures should be rapidly undertaken to reduce these damaging effects. Population-wide screening, aimed at identifying people at increased risk including health-care professionals, and collecting and analysing large-scale, high-quality data are required to mitigate the long-term mental health consequences of the pandemic.

What the pandemic has provided us with, however, is a rare opportunity to produce lasting change and to build fairer societies and health-care systems, and this cannot be achieved without prioritising mental health and recognising the needs of the most vulnerable.
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